SURAH 32 
Al-Sajdah 


(The Prostration) 


Prologue 


This surah, a Makkan revelation, presents the great faith which the Qur’an wants 
human nature never to overlook. This is the faith based on submission to God, the 
One, the Creator of life, man and the universe, who conducts all affairs and controls 
all beings, wherever they are. It also requires belief in Muhammad’s message to 
whom the Qur’an has been bestowed from on high to guide people to their Lord. 
Another essential ingredient of this message is belief in resurrection, reckoning, 
judgement and reward. 


Indeed all the suirahs revealed in Makkah deal with this main issue, but each has its 
own approach and uses its own special effects. Nonetheless, all converge to address 
the human heart with the knowledge of the One who knows all, including what 
hearts and minds may harbour and conceal. He further knows the nature of hearts, 
what affects them, how they feel and react in all situations. 


This surah deals with this issue of faith in a totally different way to that followed 
in the preceeding surah, Luqman. It presents the whole issue in its opening verses, 
while the rest of the surah provides notes and touches that awaken hearts and souls, 
calling for contemplation and reflection. It also provides evidence and proof derived 
from what is in the universe, and the origins of man and how he develops. It presents 
scenes from the Day of Judgement which are full of life, and it refers to the fates of 
earlier communities whose ruins provide further evidence if only people would 
contemplate this. 


The surah draws pictures of believers and how they worship and aspire to meet 
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their Lord, contrasting these with stubborn unbelievers. It shows the end of both 
groups and their rewards as though this is taking place now before our very eyes. 


In this way, the surah presents the human heart with what it needs to reflect, 
contemplate, fear the consequences of, aspire to and hope for. It warns, persuades 
and convinces. At the end, it leaves man to choose his way and await his destiny 
having been given all the information and guidance it needs to make an enlightened 
choice. 


In its presentation of this great issue, the surah can be divided into four or five 
related sections. It begins with the three separate letters, Alif, Lam, Mim, to indicate 
that the revealed book is composed of letters like these. It removes all doubt about its 
being revealed by God ‘the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 2) It poses a rhetorical 
question that wonders at the unbelievers’ claim that the Qur’an was invented by the 
Prophet. It follows this with an assertion that it is the truth revealed to him so that he 
can warn his people in the hope “that they may be guided.” (Verse 3) This is the first 
issue of faith: the issue of revelation and the fact that the Prophet tells the truth as he 
delivers the message of the Lord of all the worlds. 


The surah then speaks about Godhead and its manifestations in the universe: the 
creation of the heavens and the earth and all that is in between them, control of the 
universe, how matters in the heavens and the earth are conducted, the reference of all 
things to Him on the Day of Judgement, as well as the creation of man — his origin, 
stages of development, and his acquisition of sight, hearing and understanding. Yet 
rarely do people give thanks. This is the second issue, detailing attributes of the 
Godhead: creation, control, kindness, benefaction, knowledge, mercy and grace. 
They are all mentioned in the verses speaking about creation. 


The third issue is that of resurrection and destiny. The surah provides a firm 
answer to the unbelievers’ doubts about being resurrected after having been buried 
and lost in the earth: “They say: What! After we have vanished into the earth, shall we be 
[restored to life] in a new act of creation?” (Verse 10) 


The surah then presents a scene from the Day of Judgement “when those evildoers 
will hang down their heads before their Lord.” (Verse 12) At that time they will declare 
their certainty of the hereafter and their belief in the truth of the Islamic message. 
They will say the word which, had they said it in this life, would have opened up for 
them the gates of heaven. However, in their position on that day it is of no use to 
them. This scene is shown so that, perchance, it will encourage them to say this word 
now. 


In juxtaposition with this miserable image, the surah shows the believers in this life 
who, whenever they are reminded of their Lord’s signs, “fall down prostrating 
themselves in adoration, and extol their Lord's limitless glory and praise; and who are never 


352 


Al-Sajdah (The Prostration) | PROLOGUE 


arrogant; who drag themselves out of their beds at night to pray to their Lord in fear and hope; 
and who are charitable with what We provide for them.” (Verses 15-16) This is an inspiring 
image, followed by another showing what God has prepared for such believers of 
happiness that exceeds all that people can imagine: “No one can imagine what blissful 
delights have been kept in store for them as a reward for what they used to do.” (Verse 17) 
The surah then shows briefly the fates of believers and unbelievers, in heaven and 
hell respectively. It warns the wrongdoers about God’s punishment on earth, prior to 
their more severe punishment in hell. 


Then follows a reference to Moses and the unity between his message and that of 
Muhammad (peace be upon them both). It shows how the believers among his 
people persevered in advocating the divine faith in the face of adversity. It mentions 
that God made them leaders because of their perseverance. This reference gives a 
clear message to the advocates of Islam to remain patient in adversity and to 
persevere despite all the opposition they face. 


The surah then takes us on a quick round of the fate of earlier communities and 
how they used to go about their business, oblivious to the truth. It also shows us how 
dead land is brought to life when rain falls over it. In this way, the two contrasting 
images of ruin and life are depicted side by side in just a few lines. The surah then 
concludes by reporting on their question: “When will this judgement be.” (Verse 28). 
This is asked to express doubt about the day when warnings will come true. The 
answer given warns them of the grievous suffering that this day brings. The Prophet 
is also directed to leave them to their inevitable and sorry fate. 
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The Main Issues of Faith 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


Alif. Lam. Mim. (1) 


The revelation of this Book comes, beyond 
any doubt, from the Lord of all the 
worlds. (2) 


Do they say: ‘He has invented it?’ It is 
indeed the truth from your Lord, so that 
you may warn a community to whom no 
warner has come before you, and that 
they may be guided. (3) 


God it is who created the heavens and the 
earth and all that is between them in six 
days, and established Himself on the 
Throne. You have none to protect you 
from God, and none to intercede with 
Him for you. Will you not, then, reflect? 


(4) 


He regulates and governs all that exists, 
from the celestial space to the earth; and 
in the end all shall ascend to Him [for 
judgement] on a day the length of which 
is one thousand years by your reckoning. 


(5) 
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Such is He who knows all that is beyond 
the reach of human perception, and all 
that can be witnessed, the Almighty, the 
Most Merciful, (6) 


who makes most excellent everything 
that He creates. He begins the creation of 
man out of clay; (7) 


then He causes his progeny to be 
begotten out of the essence of a humble 


fluid; (8) 


then He fashions him and breathes into 
him of His spirit. Thus He endows you, 
mankind, with hearing and sight and 
hearts. Yet seldom are you grateful! (9) 


They say: ‘What! After we have vanished 
into the earth, shall we be [restored to 
life] in a new act of creation?’ Nay, they 
indeed deny that they will be meeting 
their Lord. (10) 


Say: “The angel of death who has been 
given charge of you will gather you, and 
then to your Lord you will be brought 
back.’ (11) 


Tf you could but see when those evildoers 
will hang down their heads before their 
Lord and say: ‘Our Lord! We have now 
seen and we have heard. Return us [to 
our earthly life] and we will do good 
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deeds. We are now firm believers.’ (12) 


Had We so willed, We could indeed have 
imposed Our guidance on every human 
being. Instead, My word shall be 
fulfilled: “Most certainly will I fill hell 
with jinn and humans all together.’ (13) 


‘Taste this, for you [deliberately] forgot 
you would ever meet this day. We, too, 
will forget you; and taste this abiding 
suffering for all the evil you did.’ (14) 


Only they believe in Our revelations 
who, whenever they are reminded of 
them, fall down prostrating themselves 
in adoration, and extol their Lord’s 
limitless glory and praise; and who are 
never arrogant; (15) 


who drag themselves out of their beds at 
night to pray to their Lord in fear and 
hope; and who are charitable with what 
We provide for them. (16) 


No one can imagine what blissful 
delights have been kept in store for them 
as a reward for what they used to do. (17) 


Is, then, the one who is a believer to be 
compared to one who is wicked? The two 
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are certainly not equal. (18) 


Those who believe and do righteous deeds 
will have the gardens of repose for an 
abode in recompense for what they used 
to do; (19) 


whereas the wicked have the fire as their 
abode: whenever they try to come out of 
it, they will be thrown back in it, and 
they will be told, ‘Taste this suffering 
through fire which you always thought to 
be a lie.” (20) 


We will certainly let them taste a 
suffering closer at hand before they 
experience the greater suffering so that 
they might return [to the right faith]. 
(21) 


Who does a greater wrong than one who 
is reminded [of the truth] by his Lord’s 
revelations but he, nevertheless, turns 
away from them? We shall certainly 
inflict Our retribution on the evildoers. 
(22) 


We certainly gave the Book to Moses, so 
be not in doubt about convergence with 
it. We made of it guidance for the 
Children of Israel, (23) 


and We raised among them leaders who, 
so long as they remained steadfast and 
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had sure faith in Our revelations, spread 
guidance in accordance with Our 
command. (24) 


Your Lord is certainly the One who will 
decide between people on the Day of 
Resurrection with regard to all that on 
which they differ. (25) 


Do they not reflect on how many a 
generation We have destroyed before 
their time, in whose dwelling places they 
now walk about? In this there are signs 
indeed: will they not listen? (26) 


Are they not aware that it is We who 
drive water to dry land devoid of herbage, 
and with it We bring forth crops of which 
their cattle and they themselves eat? Can 
they not see? (27) 


They say: ‘When will this judgement be, 
if you are telling the truth?’ (28) 


Say: ‘On the day when judgement is 
made no benefit will it be to unbelievers 
if they then believe; nor will they be 
granted respite.’ (29) 


Therefore, leave them alone, and wait. 
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They are certainly waiting. (30) 


Dispelling All Doubt 


Alif. Lam. Mim. The revelation of this Book comes, beyond any doubt, from the Lord of 
all the worlds-. Do they say: ‘He has invented it?’ It is indeed the truth from your 
Lord, so that you may warn a community to whom no warner has come before you, 
and that they may be guided. (Verses 1-3) 


The three separate letters the surah begins with were well known to the Arabs who 
were the first to be addressed by the Qur’an. They knew what speech they could 
compose of them and their like. They knew full well the great difference between 
their composition and this Qur’an. It is a wide gulf recognized by any speech expert 
and anyone who practises putting ideas and meanings into words and sentences. 
Such a person realizes that the Qur’anic text has an inherent, subtle power that 
makes it particularly effective as it addresses people’s hearts and minds. No human 
composition can have any similar effect. This is a fact that cannot be denied. A 
listener to the Qur’an will definitely recognize it and interact with it, to the exclusion 
of all other speech, even though he might not know that what he is listening to is the 
Qur’an. Numerous are the examples people of all sorts have experienced, confirming 
this fact. 


The difference between the Qur’an and what people make up, using letters and 
sounds is unbridgeable. It is the same as the gulf between God’s creation and what 
people make in any particular field. What is of God’s making is distinct and 
remarkable. It cannot be matched by humans, even in the most mundane of things. 
Look at the colour distribution in a single flower: it appears like a miracle for even 
the most skilful of painters in all ages. The same applies to the Qur’an and what 
people compose when they use the letters and sounds of language. 


“The revelation of this Book comes, beyond any doubt, from the Lord of all the worlds.” 
(Verse 2) This is a fact no one can deny. All doubt is negated in the middle of the 
sentence, because this is the essence of the question, and the point the verse wants to 
make. That it is preceded by the separate letters puts the doubters face to face with 
the indisputable fact. This book is composed of the like of such letters which they 
know, yet its construction is superior in every way. They do not deny that 
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superiority in practice, or when they apply any recognized standards of judging 
speech. 


Every verse, and every surah, radiates with the subtle and powerful element that 
gives the Qur’an its unique character. All people are powerfully influenced by it once 
they open their hearts and minds to receive its message. Indeed, this phenomenon is 
more clearly felt the greater the user’s education and knowledge of the universe and 
what it contains. Indeed, the Qur’an does not just impart a vague momentary effect 
on people’s spiritual feelings. It is rather a permanent and lasting impression that the 
listener and reader receive. Undoubtedly, though, the import, rhythm and concepts 
of its verses increases the greater the recipient’s knowledge and education, provided 
that his nature is pure, uncorrupted by personal prejudice or desire. This makes it 
clear that this Qur’an is of no human being’s composition, and that it is revealed by 
the Lord of all the worlds. 


“Do they say: He has invented it?” (Verse 3) They said it in fact as they stubbornly 
rejected the divine message. Yet the surah puts their statement in the form of a 
rhetorical question that indicates amazement that such a claim should ever be 
uttered. Everything in Muhammad's history in their midst contradicts their false 
accusation. Besides, the very nature of the Qur’an shows it to be false, leaving no 
room for doubt. 


“It is indeed the truth from your Lord.” (Verse 3) Its very essence is in complete 
agreement with nature and what it contains of everlasting truth, as also with what 
the universe contains of truth. Indeed the truth is reflected in the very nature of the 
universe, its harmony, consistent and comprehensive system, in the absence of 
contradiction or collision between its component parts, and in the mutual 
complementarity of all these. It is the truth, as it rightly expresses the natural laws of 
the universe as though it was their own verbal expression. It is the truth, as it ensures 
the existence of a strong link between those who accept its way of life and the 
universe in which they live. It establishes peace, understanding and cooperation 
between them and all universal forces. Such believers live in an atmosphere of 
friendliness with the great expanse that is the universe. That it is the truth is beyond 
doubt, as human nature responds to its address with ease, repose and affability. 
Because it is the truth, it allows no contradiction or division when it lays down a 
complete constitution for human life, taking into account all the resources, talents, 
desires, needs and requirements of human nature, as well as what may affect it of 
weakness and shortcomings. It is the truth that does not cause injustice to anyone in 
this life or the life to come. Indeed it does no injustice to any type of personal ability, 
power, idea, or action so as to prevent it from taking effect or working naturally, as 
long as it is in harmony with the great universal truth. 


“It is indeed the truth from your Lord.” (Verse 3) It does not come from you, but from 
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your Lord who is the Lord of all the worlds. That the verse uses the formula ‘your 
Lord’ is meant as an honour to the Prophet whom the unbelievers accused of 
inventing the Qur’an. It makes clear the close relationship he has with the Lord of the 
universe. This is the best answer to their wicked accusations. Such an honour and 
closeness confirm the certainty of the source of revelation, its sound reception, honest 
and correct delivery. 


“So that you may warn a community to whom no warner has come before you, and that 
they may be guided.” (Verse 3) The Arabs to whom the Prophet Muhammad was sent 
had not been sent any messenger before him. History does not know of any Arab 
messenger of God between Ishmael, the first grandfather of the Arabs, and 
Muhammad (peace be upon them both). God bestowed this book on him so that he 
could warn them and that they may be guided.’ It is hoped that contemporary Arabs 
would be guided with this book which contains the truth that addresses hearts, 
minds, souls and nature. 


Six Days of Creation 


Those whom God’s Messenger is ordered to warn were polytheists, people who 
associated partners with God. Therefore, the surah explains God's attribute by which 
they know the truth of Godhead. It also distinguishes who deserves to have this 
great name, God, and who must never be associated with His status: 


God it is who created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six 
days, and established Himself on the Throne. You have none to protect you from God, 
and none to intercede with Him for you. Will you not, then, reflect? He regulates and 
governs all that exists, from the celestial space to the earth; and in the end all shall 
ascend to Him [for judgement] on a day the length of which is one thousand years by 
your reckoning. Such is He who knows all that is beyond the reach of human 
perception, and all that can be witnessed, the Almighty, the Most Merciful, who 
makes most excellent everything that He creates. He begins the creation of man out of 
clay; then He causes his progeny to be begotten out of the essence of a humble fluid; 
then He fashions him and breathes into him of His spirit. Thus He endows you, 
mankind, with hearing and sight and hearts. Yet seldom are you grateful! (Verses 4- 
9) 


Such is God, and such are the effects and indications of Godhead. They are seen all 
over the universe, felt in the realm that lies beyond human perception, and 
recognized in the origins of man and the stages of his development. God tells them 
about these in His true book. 
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“God it is who created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six days.” 
(Verse 4) The heavens and the earth and what is in between them refer to the great 
many creatures about which we know very little, while there is much more which we 
do not know anything about. They constitute this huge kingdom of unlimited 
dimensions which fascinates us. We stand speechless, overwhelmed at the accurate 
design and perfect system that run through it all. It combines this greatness with 
captivating beauty in which neither sight nor any of our senses finds defect. No one 
is ever tired of contemplating it. Repetition and familiarity do not detract from its 
self-renewing appeal. This kingdom includes such a great variety of creatures, with 
countless races and species, endless shapes, sizes, characteristics, qualities, features 
and tasks. They are all subject to the same law, coherently fulfilling one great 
activity, looking up to one source from whom they receive their directives and to 
whom they submit in complete obedience. 


It is God who created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them. 
Hence, He is the One who deserves this name. Their creation was in six days,’ and 
these were certainly not the earth days with which we are familiar. Earth days are a 
measure of time which results from the revolving of the earth around itself while 
moving in orbit around the sun. When it completes one round, it completes one 24- 
hour cycle applicable only to our earth, a tiny little planet when compared to the 
universe. This time measure only came into existence after the sun and the earth 
were set in their respective positions. It is also the one most suitable for us who live 
on this planet. 


Of what nature are the six days mentioned in the Qur’an? This is known only to 
God, while we cannot define or measure them. They belong to God’s days which He 
describes in the verse that says: “Well, in your Lord’s sight a day is like a thousand years 
of your reckoning.” (22: 47) These six days might have been six epochs which the 
heavens and the earth went through until they reached their present status; or might 
have been six stages of creation and formation, or six aeons the length of which is 
known only to God. They are definitely something different from the earth days 
which we know. We take them as something belonging to the realm beyond the 
reach of our perception, which means that we cannot know exactly what they were. 
Mentioning them serves to remind us of the elaborate planning of God’s creation, in 
accordance with His knowledge, wisdom and perfect creation. 


“And established Himself on the Throne.” (Verse 4) This expression refers to the fact 
that God is above all creation. We cannot say anything about the throne, except to 
take it as a name. The word istawa, which is translated as ‘established Himself is 
different, as it clearly indicates elevation and exaltation. The Arabic text also uses the 
word thumma, which is the conjunction ‘then’, but it is clear here that it does not 
indicate any chronological order, because no change of situation applies to God. He, 
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limitless is He in His glory, is not in a certain situation, nor does He then move to a 
new one. This does not apply to God. It is only an abstract order. His exaltation 
means that His is a level high above that of His creation, and this is expressed in the 
way the verse is composed.§ 


With this absolute glory of God, the surah tells them of the fact that applies 
directly to them: “You have none to protect you from God, and none to intercede with Him 
for you.” (Verse 4) Who could have? ‘Where does such protection come from? It is 
God who controls the throne, the heavens, the earth and all that is between them. It is 
He who has created the heavens and the earth and all who live in them. Who, then, 
can protect or intercede for anyone against His will? “Will you not, then, reflect.” 
(Verse 4) It is sufficient to remember this fact and reflect on it for people to 
acknowledge God and to turn to Him alone, abandoning all else. 


In addition to all that has been said about creation and elaborate planning, it is 
now stated that whatever takes place in the heavens, the earth or in between them 
will be presented to Him on the Day of Judgement when He will determine their 
fates: “He regulates and governs all that exists, from the celestial space to the earth; and in 
the end all shall ascend to Him [for judgement] on a day the length of which is one thousand 
years by your reckoning.” (Verse 5) The expressions used here provide a great, broad 
perspective: ‘from the celestial space to the earth.’ Thus, human perception is given an 
impression that it can contemplate. In fact, the domain of what God regulates and 
governs is far greater than that of the heavens and the earth. For us, however, it is 
sufficient that we look at this broad expanse and reflect on the fact that God regulates 
everything in it when we cannot even imagine the figures of its dimensions. 


Everything that has been determined and planned, with its results and 
consequences, is then put to Him, in His exalted presence, on the day He has 
determined for reviewing the results of actions, words, objects and living creatures. It 
is “a day the length of which is one thousand years by your reckoning.” (Verse 5) Nothing 
of this is created in vain or abandoned or neglected. All run their course in 
accordance with God’s design to an appointed time. They all “ascend to Him,” 
because everything and every position and stage is below that of God Almighty. 
Hence they ascend or are raised to Him, by His permission, when He wills. 


Perfection of Creation 


“Such is He who knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception, and all that can 
be witnessed, the Almighty, the Most Merciful.” (Verse 6) The Creator who regulates 
everything is the One who knows everything, whether absent or present. He is in 


8 For further discussion on the Istiwa’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur'an. 
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complete control of all creation, and He is able to accomplish what He wills. But He 
is also Most Merciful in what He wills and plans for His creation. 


“Who makes most excellent everything that He creates.” (Verse 7) My Lord! This is 
indeed the truth as we see and feel with our eyes, hearts and minds. This is the truth 
apparent in the shapes and functions of all things; in their individual natures, and in 
their harmony, complementarity, forms, different situations and actions, and in all 
that to which excellence applies. 


All glory to Him. Such is His making that we see clearly in all creation. It reflects 
excellence and perfection. Nothing is made in excess and nothing falls short. Instead, 
complete perfection is maintained throughout, in size, shape, form and function. 
Nothing goes beyond the limit of perfect harmony, or takes place ahead of, or later 
than its proper time. Everything, from the tiny particle to the largest things, from the 
single cell to the most complex of bodies, reflects excellence and perfection. The same 
applies to actions, stages and events, which are all created by God. They take place in 
accordance with an elaborate plan, at the time and in the place and space determined 
for them. It all fits within the overall plan made for this existence from its beginning 
to its end. 


Every creature, everything is brought into existence for a purpose. It is made for 
that purpose and given all the qualities and characteristics that enable it to fulfil that 
purpose. Indeed, a single cell is equipped to do its functions; a worm is given many 
legs, or capillaries, softness and flexibility so that it can move along without 
difficulty. Look at a fish, a bird, a reptile, an animal, and look at man, planet, star, 
and celestial bodies. Reflect on their accurate cycles and controlled movements. Look 
at anything and everything, wherever your eyes can stretch. You will find that 
everything is made with excellence and perfection. 


An open eye, an alert feeling and a receptive heart see beauty and excellence in 
this existence as a whole and in its every component part. Reflection on God’s 
creation, wherever we look or think, gives us a complete range of beauty where 
everything is in harmony. When we so appreciate God’s great and beautiful creation 
we are indeed imbued with a sweet happiness. We look at aspects of perfection and 
excellence in everything we see, hear and encounter. What is more, this relates 
directly to the beauty of what God makes throughout the universe. 


Our hearts and minds cannot appreciate any aspect of such beauty and happiness, 
however, unless we shed our sense of familiarity and listen to the music the universe 
produces. We need to look by the light God has given us so that things reveal the 
beauty inherent in them as a result of His making. We also need to remember God 
whenever we see any of His beautiful creation, so that we feel the link between the 
Creator and creation. This enhances our appreciation of beauty, because we see 
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beyond everything God’s own beauty and majesty. 


The beauty of the universe is inexhaustible. We can appreciate and enjoy it 
without restriction, as much as we can or wish. This is indeed what God, the Creator 
of the universe, wants us to do. 


This element of beauty in the universe is deliberate. The excellence of creation is 
such that the perfect functioning of everything generates immense beauty. Moreover, 
such perfect make-up is then reflected back in a beautiful image of every individual 
and every creature. Look at a bee, a flower, a star, the night, the dawn, shadows, 
clouds, and appreciate the music that plays throughout the universe. Such harmony 
allows no deviation or crookedness. 


The Qur’an directs our attentions to this incomparable beauty so that we 
contemplate what we see and thus enjoy it. This is achieved through the statement: 
“Who makes most excellent everything that He creates.” (Verse 7) We are thus invited to 
look for beauty and excellence throughout the universe. 


Genes and Evolution 


“Who makes most excellent everything that He creates. He begins the creation of man out 
of clay.” (Verse 7) One aspect of His excellent creation is the fact that man’s creation 
was begun from clay. The phraseology of this verse allows it to be understood as 
meaning that the clay was present at the beginning, in the first stage. No mention is 
made of the number, length or duration of the stages that followed this initial clay 
stage. Hence, the door is open for any accurate study, particularly when we join this 
statement to the one in Surah 23, The Believers, which says: “Indeed, We create man out 
of the essence of clay.” (23: 12) This statement allows the understanding that there was 
some sequence in the stages of human creation going back to the clay one. 


This may be a reference to the start of the first living cell on earth, meaning that it 
started from clay, and which was prior to God breathing life into it. No one has 
unfathomed this secret yet: what it is or how it happened. It is from the living cell 
that man originated. The Qur’an does not mention how this took place, or how long 
it took to be accomplished, or how many stages it had to go through. Therefore, it is 
open to investigation. Such investigation, however, is by no means contrary to the 
accurate Qur’anic statement that man’s first origin was clay. Within these limits we 
can safely say that we rely on the definitive Qur’anic statement and accept the result 
of proper scientific investigation. 


It is appropriate to refer here to Darwin’s theory of evolution which claims that all 
species have originated from one-cell organisms and progressed in consecutive 
stages up to that of man. It also claims that the stages of evolution are continuous, 
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making man’s immediate ancestor a species of animal that is more advanced than the 
chimpanzee but lower than man. This theory is wrong on this point. The discovery of 
genes and chromosomes — which Darwin did not know about — makes progress 
from one species to another impossible. Every cell carries genes that preserve the 
distinctive characteristics of every species, and make it inevitable that it stays as a 
separate species, with no movement from one species to another. This means that 
cats will remain cats forever. The same applies to dogs, cows, horses, apes and man. 
According to genealogists, all that can happen is progress within the same species, 
but not to a different one. This invalidates the major part of Darwin’s theory which 
people thought at one stage to be scientifically indisputable. How deluded they were! 


The Making of Man 


“Then He causes his progeny to be begotten out of the essence of a humble fluid.” (Verse 
8) This is a reference to semen, the fluid that represents the first stage of the foetus, 
going on to become a clinging cell mass, then an embryo that soon acquires bones 
and organs before the foetus reaches its complete form. It is a great journey when we 
consider the extraordinary development that this tiny drop of humble fluid goes 
through until it becomes a human being with perfect shape and constitution. The 
gulf between the first and the final stages is great indeed. This is expressed in the 
Qur’an in a single verse: “Then He fashions him and breathes into him of His spirit. Thus 
He endows you, mankind, with hearing and sight and hearts.” (Verse 9) 


It is indeed a great miracle, but people are often heedless of it. How far removed is 
that tiny drop of fluid from the creature it develops into. No power could have done 
this other than God who directs the single cell along its way of growth and 
development to make such a highly complex creature. 


Initially, one cell divides and multiplies. What happens then is a great 
diversification of cells with different natures and functions. Each multiplies so that 
each group of cells forms a particular organ with a specified function. This same 
organ incorporates parts with special functions and different natures, formed by 
more specialized cells. Once more, how does such division and multiplication 
happen, within the first single cell, producing such great diversity? Where were the 
characteristics and qualities that subsequently emerge in every group of specialized 
cells in relation to the first cell? Where were the distinctive qualities of the human 
foetus, rather than any other type of foetus? And where were those that distinguish 
every particular individual among all human foetuses? Where were those qualities 
that preserve all that appears later in each foetus of potentials, special functions and 
distinctive features for the rest of its life? Who could ever have thought that this 
miracle could happen, except for the fact that it did happen, and continues to happen 
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all the time? 


It is God that has made man and breathed of His spirit into him. This is the only 
explanation for this miraculous event. It is that breath of divine spirit that makes that 
biological entity a human being with hearing, sight and understanding, and which 
distinguishes it from all other biological entities: “Thus He endows you, mankind, with 
hearing and sight and hearts.” (Verse 9) Any other explanation of this miraculous event 
that fills us with wonder is inadequate. Despite all this, people are often ungrateful: 
“Yet seldom are you grateful!” (Verse 9) 


In the light of this first miraculous creation of man and its miraculous progress, 
the surah refers to the unbelievers’ objections and doubts about resurrection. These 
now sound extremely singular: “They say: ‘What! After we have vanished into the earth, 
shall we be [restored to life] in a new act of creation?’ Nay, they indeed deny that they will be 
meeting their Lord.” (Verse 10) 


They cannot imagine that God will create them anew after they have died and 
become part of the earth. What is strange about this when compared to the first 
creation? God started man’s creation from clay, which means that its origin goes back 
to the earth in which they claim their bodies will decompose and be lost. Indeed, the 
second creation is akin to the first one, with nothing strange about it. Yet the fact is 
that “they indeed deny that they will be meeting their Lord.” (Verse 10) It is such denial 
that makes them entertain doubts and objections to something true and clear. After 
all, something akin to it occurs at every moment. Therefore, their objections are 
answered with a statement making clear that they will die and be resurrected. The 
practical proof of the first creation is more than enough: “Say: The angel of death who 
has been given charge of you will gather you, and then to your Lord you will be brought 
back.” (Verse 11) This is given as a confirmed piece of news. Who though is the angel 
of death? How does he gather people’s souls? This is something that belongs to the 
realm beyond our perception, which is known to God alone. From Him we receive 
only accurate information. We can add nothing to what we receive from this source. 


Shameful Admission 


Since they object to the very concept of resurrection, and express doubts about 
coming back to life, the surah raises before their eyes a scene of the Day of Judgement 
which is full of life and movement. Moreover, it reports its dialogue as if it was 
taking place now: 


Tf you could but see when those evildoers will hang down their heads before their Lord 
and say: ‘Our Lord.’ We have now seen and we have heard. Return us [to our earthly 
life] and we will do good deeds. We are now firm believers. Had We so willed, We 
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could indeed have imposed Our guidance on every human being. Instead, My word 
shall be fulfilled: Most certainly will I fill hell with j inn and humans all together. 
‘Taste this, for you [deliberately] forgot you would ever meet this day. We, too, will 
forget you; and taste this abiding suffering for all the evil you did.’ (Verses 12-14) 


This is a scene of shame, one wherein they acknowledge their error and admit the 
truth that they once denied. They now declare their certainty of what they used to 
doubt, and request a return to the earth to put right what they did wrong. They hang 
their heads in shame as they stand before their Lord whom they denied they would 
ever meet. All this happens, however, when it is too late, when no admission or 
declaration is of any use. 


Before the surah gives the answer to their humble request, it states the facts that 
apply to the whole situation and which determine people’s fates: “Had We so willed, 
We could indeed have imposed Our guidance on every human being. Instead, My word shall 
be fulfilled: Most certainly will I fill hell with j inn and humans all together.” (Verse 13) 


Had God so willed, He could have made all mankind follow only the way of His 
guidance, just like He did with creatures that are guided by an inspiration latent in 
their natures and who follow one way throughout their lives, such as insects, birds 
and animals, or like creatures who can only obey God, such as the angels. God has 
willed, however, that man should have a special nature with the propensity to follow 
either sound guidance or error. He has equipped man with the ability to choose 
either course. He can fulfil his role in the universe with this special nature God has 
given him within the overall system He has devised. Or, he will not. Hence, He has 
recorded His will to fill hell with jinn and humans who choose the path of error. 


Those evildoers who stand in front of God, hanging their heads are among those 
upon whom God’s word shall be fulfilled. They will be told: “Taste this, for you 
[deliberately] forgot you would ever meet this day.” (Verse 14) The reference here is to the 
Day of Judgement, but it is described as this present day, as if we are looking at its 
scenes now. They are made to taste the suffering because they forgot this day and 
neglected to prepare for it when they had all the time they needed to do so. Taste it 
because “We, too, will forget you.” (Verse 14) Needless to say, God does not forget 
anyone, but they are treated like people who have been forgotten. They are 
humiliated and abandoned. 


“And taste this abiding suffering for all the evil you did.” (Verse 14) The curtains are 
drawn and the final word has been said. The guilty evildoers are left to their abject 
fate. The reader feels as he passes these verses as if he has left them behind where 
they are looking fixedly at what awaits them. 
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Getting Up for Worship 


The next scene now imparts a different feeling, aura and fragrance. It is so 
pleasant that hearts warm to it. It is an image of believers in their devotion, showing 
their humility before their Lord, praying to Him with awe in their hearts, hoping for 
His mercy and grace. He has in store for them a reward that they cannot imagine, no 
matter how they try. 


Only they believe in Our revelations who, whenever they are reminded of them, fall 
down prostrating themselves in adoration, and extol their Lord's limitless glory and 
praise; and who are never arrogant; who drag themselves out of their beds at night to 
pray to their Lord in fear and hope; and who are charitable with what We provide for 
them. No one can imagine what blissful delights have been kept in store for them as a 
reward for what they used to do. (Verses 15-17) 


This is a pleasant image of believing souls which are so gentle and sensitive. They 
are sincere in the devotion they address to God alone. No arrogance or pride creeps 
into their hearts. They receive God’s revelation with interest and acceptance, eager to 
understand and act on them. When these believers are reminded of God’s 
revelations, they “fall down prostrating themselves in adoration.” (Verse 15) They are 
keenly influenced by what they are told, glorify God and feel His majesty. Hence, 
their first reaction is to fall down prostrating themselves. This is the best expression 
of their feelings, putting their foreheads on the ground in adoration. With this 
physical gesture, they “extol their Lord’s limitless glory and praise.” They are never 
arrogant. Their response is genuine, expressing their true feelings of God’s glory. 


The surah then describes their physical attitude and inner feelings in a vivid 
expression that brings the movement and the feeling before our eyes: “[They] drag 
themselves out of their beds at night to pray to their Lord in fear and hope.” (Verse 16) They 
stand up for night prayer, which is the obligatory ‘Isha’ prayer and the Witr that 
follows it, and they add voluntary night prayer and supplication. This is described 
here, however, as dragging themselves out of beds. Thus we see the beds and their 
attraction, inviting people to take rest and sleep. Yet those believers do not respond, 
and make every effort to resist such attraction, because they have something else that 
preoccupies them. They want to stand before their Lord, in adoration, with feelings 
of fear and hope present in their minds. They dread disobeying God and long for His 
help. They fear God’s anger and punishment and hope for His mercy and acceptance. 
All these feelings are brought together before our eyes as they: “pray to their Lord in 
fear and hope.” With such sensitivity and devoted, earnest prayer, they do their duty 
towards the Muslim community, in obedience to God: “And who are charitable with 
what We provide for them.” (Verse 16) 
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This splendid, glorious image is accompanied by another one showing the 
marvellous and special reward which reflects the special care, honour and generosity 
God bestows on them: “No one can imagine what blissful delights have been kept in store 
for them as a reward for what they used to do.” (Verse 17) This verse suggests that God 
Himself welcomes these people, and that He takes it upon Himself to prepare the 
reward He has in store for them. Furthermore, it is He who will give them a warm 
reception and an honourable position which will delight them. All this though is 
known to God alone, no one else has any idea of it. It remains with Him until it is 
shown to those who will be given it when they meet Him. What a splendid meeting 
with the Lord of the universe! 


What can we say about God’s grace which He bestows in abundance on His 
servants? Let their deeds, worship, obedience and hopes be as they may, who and 
what are they to deserve that God, in His majesty, should prepare their reward and 
give them such abundant care and warm reception? It is all part of God’s grace that 
knows no limit. 


The two contrasting images of the humiliated unbelievers and the honoured 
believers are followed with a summing up of the principle of fair reward. This is 
what differentiates between those who do good and those who do evil, and their 
status in this world and in the life to come. This principle makes reward 
commensurate with action on the basis of absolute justice: 


Is, then, the one who is a believer to be compared to one who is wicked? The two are 
certainly not equal. Those who believe and do righteous deeds will have the gardens of 
repose for an abode in recompense for what they used to do; whereas the wicked have 
the fire as their abode: whenever they try to come out of it, they will be thrown back in 
it, and they will be told, ‘Taste this suffering through fire which you always thought to 
be a lie.’ We will certainly let them taste a suffering closer at hand before they 
experience the greater suffering so that they might return [to the right faith]. Who 
does a greater wrong than one who is reminded [of the truth] by his Lord’s revelations 
but he, nevertheless, turns away from them? We shall certainly inflict Our retribution 
on the evildoers. (Verses 18-22) 


The believers and the wicked cannot be equal in their natures, feelings or actions. 
Hence, they cannot have the same reward either in this life or in the life to come. The 
believers are straight in their nature, looking up to God in what they do, following 
His code of living. The wicked deviate from the truth, spread corruption on earth, 
and do not follow His guidance and proper code. No wonder, then, that the roads 
the two groups take in the life to come should be different. Each will have the reward 
that fits their actions: “Those who believe and do righteous deeds will have the gardens of 
repose,” which will be their dwelling place. These gardens are given to them “for an 
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abode,” where they settle. This is “in recompense for what they used to do.” (Verse 19) 


“Whereas the wicked have the fire as their abode.” This is where they settle. Needless to 
say, being homeless is much better than such an abode. 


Yet, “whenever they try to come out of it, they will be thrown back in it.” This is an 
image showing repeated attempts to escape and to avoid the burning. Yet, “they will 
be told, Taste this suffering through fire which you always thought to be a lie.” (Verse 20) 
Thus, rebuke adds to the physical suffering. 


Such is the fate of the wicked in the life to come. But they are not left alone until 
then. God warns them that they may incur punishment in this present life before 
they suffer the punishment of the Day of Judgement: “We will certainly let them taste a 
suffering closer at hand before they experience the greater suffering.” (Verse 21) Yet this 
suffering, which is close at hand, carries with it an aspect of grace. God does not like 
to expose His creatures to suffering unless they incur such punishment by the actions 
they do or fail to do, and by being persistent in what incurs punishment. Therefore, 
God warns them that He will make them suffer in this life “so that they might return 
[to the right faith].” This may, perchance, let their nature wake up. The pain may bring 
them back to the truth. If they do, then they will avoid the fate of the wicked which 
we saw earlier. 


However, if they continue to turn away when they are reminded of God’s 
revelations and signs, and if they fail to return to the truth after their suffering in this 
present life, then they are confirmed wrongdoers: “Who does a greater wrong than one 
who is reminded [of the truth] by his Lord’s revelations but he, nevertheless, turns away from 
them?” (Verse 22) In such a situation, they deserve strong retribution both in this life 
and in the life to come: “We shall certainly inflict Our retribution on the evildoers.” (Verse 
22) What a serious and fearful warning from God Almighty to those who deserve 
such punishment. 


Lessons of History 


The section speaking about the believers and unbelievers, the righteous and the 
wicked, and the fates of both groups is now complete. The surah then begins a new 
section that speaks briefly about Moses and the revelations God gave him to serve as 
guidance to the Children of Israel, just like the Qur’an was given to Muhammad to 
provide guidance to those who believe in God. Both recipients of divine revelations 
share common principles and a common faith. Choosing those who were patient in 
adversity among Moses’ people to be leaders of their community carries strong 
implications for the believers, urging them to maintain their firm beliefs and to 
remain steadfast and patient in adversity. These are the qualities that make them 
leaders in this life and ensure that they will be established on earth. 
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We certainly gave the Book to Moses, so be not in doubt about convergence with it. 
We made of it guidance for the Children of Israel, and We raised among them leaders 
who, so long as they remained steadfast and had sure faith in Our revelations, spread 
guidance in accordance with Our command. Your Lord is certainly the One who will 
decide between people on the Day of Resurrection with regard to all that on which they 
differ. (Verses 23-25) 


The clause, “so be not in doubt about convergence with it,” is an interpolation which 
means to assure the Prophet of the truth that has been given to him. It emphasizes 
that it is the same truth that Moses advocated as revealed in his book. The two 
prophets and the two books meet in their advocacy of this truth. This is the 
explanation I prefer for this clause. Some commentators, however, suggest, that the 
phrase ‘about convergence with it’ means ‘about meeting with him’, implying the 
meeting between Moses and Muhammad during the latter’s night journey and 
ascension to heaven. Indeed convergence on the basis of truth and a common faith is 
the more likely as it serves to reassure the Prophet so that he remains steadfast 
despite all the opposition and persecution he and his followers encounter. It is also in 
line with what is stated in the next verse: “We raised among them leaders who, so long as 
they remained steadfast and had sure faith in Our revelations, spread guidance in accordance 
with Our command.” (Verse 24) This implies that if the small group of believers living 
in Makkah at the time persevered and remained patient in adversity, like those 
leaders of the Israelites, they would be leaders in the Muslim community. It 
establishes the characteristics that qualify people to be leaders, namely, patience in 
adversity and unshakeable faith. 


As for the subsequent divergence among the Children of Israel, this is left to God 
to determine: “Your Lord ts certainly the One who will decide between people on the Day of 
Resurrection with regard to all that on which they differ.” (Verse 25) 


Now the surah takes those who deny the divine message on a round that looks at 
the fates suffered by earlier communities who took a similar stance: “Do they not 
reflect on how many a generation We have destroyed before their time, in whose dwelling 
places they now walk about? In this there are signs indeed: will they not listen?” (Verse 26) 


What happened to past communities clearly indicates the law God has set in 
operation with regard to those who deny His message. God's law neither fails nor 
shows any favouritism. With regard to life, prosperity, weakness and ruin, human 
communities are subject to constant laws. The Qur’an alerts us to such consistency 
and uses the fates of past communities and their ruins as telling reminders to all 
people so that they reflect and consider. They should be wary lest God’s punishment 
befalls them. Moreover, these past examples are shown as evidence of the permanent 
validity of God’s laws, so that people’s understanding and values are raised. No 
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community or generation would then isolate itself within its own time or location, 
oblivious of the law that remains consistent throughout life. Still, many overlook the 
lessons until they face the same fate. 


The remains of past communities tell a highly effective story that touches sensitive 
hearts and alert consciences. The Arabs who were the first to be addressed by the 
Qur’an used to travel by the remains of the peoples of the ~Ad and Thamtd, and they 
saw the ruins of the townships where Lot's people lived. The surah wonders how 
these were available to them, and how they pass them by, without feeling the need to 
avoid a similar fate. It tells them what sort of action is needed to avoid God’s 
punishment: “In this there are signs indeed: will they not listen?” (Verse 26) It is indeed 
right that they should listen carefully to the histories of those communities through 
whose townships they pass, and that they should listen to the warnings before they 
are overwhelmed by a similar punishment. 


Looking at Life 


The surah then touches their hearts with an image of life as it starts, showing them 
a barren land before it quickens and life springs out of it. This image provides a 
contrast with the earlier one showing death and ruin devastating a land that was 
once full of life: 


Are they not aware that it is We who drive water to dry land devoid of herbage, and 
with it We bring forth crops of which their cattle and they themselves eat? Can they 
not see? (Verse 27) 


They see with their own eyes how God sends water to barren land, and how soon 
it becomes green, rife with plants and crops which provide food for them and their 
cattle. This image of a dead land rejuvenated by rain opens closed hearts to look at 
this beautiful life-force given by the One who causes life to blossom. The feeling that 
this image leaves is one of closeness to God Almighty who makes all this possible. It 
is He, and only He, who brings life and beauty to this universe. 


We see how the Qur’an takes our hearts through life and growth after ruin and 
death. In both situations, it aims to shake off the languid effect of over familiarity. 
Furthermore, it aims to remove those stifling barriers that prevent us from heeding 
the lessons of history. 


The final section refers to their hastening of the punishment against which they 
have been warned, and their doubts about the warnings they have been given. They 
are warned once more against the fulfilment of what they are hastening, when no 
declaration of belief will be of any benefit. Nor will they be given any respite. The 
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surah concludes with a directive telling the Prophet to leave them to their inevitable 
fate: 


They say: ‘When will this judgement be, if you are telling the truth?’ Say: “On the day 
when judgement is made no benefit will it be to unbelievers if they then believe; nor 
will they be granted respite.’ Therefore, leave them alone, and wait. They are certainly 
waiting. (Verses 28-30) 


The judgement referred to here means a decision on the dispute between the two 
parties and the fulfilment of the promise which they thought would never come true. 
They could not understand God's purpose in delaying it to the time He appointed for 
it. Their hastening of it will not change its timing, nor can they escape it. 


“Say: On the day when judgement is made no benefit will it be to unbelievers if they then 
believe; nor will they be granted respite.” (Verse 29) This is true whether this day occurs 
in this present life when God takes them as unbelievers, giving them no respite as 
their belief will be of no benefit, or in the life to come when their appeals for respite 
are refused. This answer sends a tremor of fear into their hearts. This is then followed 
with the final note in the surah: “Therefore, leave them alone, and wait. They are certainly 
waiting.” (Verse 30) This is a clear implicit warning of the consequences of waiting. It 
is made all the more explicit given the Prophet is told to turn away from them and 
leave them to their inevitable destiny. 
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